3l8      CHARACTERS   OF   THE   REFORMATION
widely separated European districts went in
those days everywhere by legitimate descent;
and Philip of Spain was the inheritor, through
the woman of the Burgundian house, of those
who had been the lawful monarchs ruling the
seventeen provinces of the Netherlands, These
provinces and their great mercantile cities had
prospered under the house of Burgundy, to
which they were much attached, and, after
that house had ended in an heiress, it seemed
to them quite natural and right that her grandson,
Philip, should be their monarch.
But there were two troubles ahead. The
first, much the most important, was the out-
break of the great religious rebellion against
Catholicism, which led to rioting and fighting
between Reformers and Orthodox all over the
west of Europe. The second was the fact that
the great kingships of the day were tending
to become absolute and to neglect local liberties.
Now the great trading towns of the Nether-
lands, which were the maritime emporiums for
the vast traffic of the Rhine, the Meuse, and
the Scheldt (Ghent, Antwerp, Brussels, Lille,
Arras, Bruges, etc.), had, like all mercantile
communities of the later Middle Ages, enjoyed
a large measure of local self-government. They
were jealous of any encroachment upon this.
When the Religious Revolution broke out (with